Abstract
Introduction
The word autism originates from ancient Greek in which the word autos means self (Weiss & Harris, 2001) . Itard was the first to describe in a detailed manner, Victor's case (an autistic child), and hence become well-known for the precise description of the main symptoms of autism. Leo Kanner was the first to identify this disorder (Kanner, 1943) . Surprisingly, in the same year, Hans Asperger (1991) identified another group of childhood development disorders that are now known as "the Asperger Syndrome".
Since the first time Kanner and Asperger identified and used this term (at the beginning of the 40's), the group of behavioral symptoms under autism has become wider. In the recent years, Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) is the most commonly diagnosed among childhood development disorders. Disorders of this spectrum affect children of all countries, ethnicities and social levels and they do not have cultural barriers (Center for Disease Control 2010). Even the latest version of Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) reflects several important changes/differences compared to the earlier version. According to DSM V, some of the features of Autism Spectrum Disorders are delayed or atypical development of communication skills. Furthermore, DSM-V has divided ASDs in three levels of functioning, based on the independent need for support and services including:
1. Those who seek help (high functioning), 2. Those who seek basic help (medium functioning) and 3. Those who seek more basic help (low functioning) (APA 2012). According to DSM-V, Autism Spectrum Disorders are marked by deficiencies, retardation or atypical development of communication, social interaction and interactive skills, as well as by patterns of repetitive, confined and stereotypical behavior and activities (American Association of Psychiatry 2012).
In the last decades, the number of children diagnosed with disorders of this spectrum has increased significantly (Rice et al., 2010) . A recent evaluation conducted in the United States, has shown that 1 in 88 individuals is diagnosed with this spectrum of disorders (Center of Disease Control 2012) . This prevalence, as reported in 2012, shows an increase of 23% compared to a report of 2007 from the same research institution.
In Albania, there are no precise data regarding the number of children with autism yet Çomo, 2011; Malile, 2007; MSH, 2013) . There are several reasons for this lack of data, such as identification difficulties, difficulties when it comes to gathering statistical data, lack of coordination between institutions etc.
The very few existing data regarding the category of individuals with disabilities are very contradictory. According to statistics of the Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities (2013), the number of children that received financial assistance in 2012 was 535 individuals. Other data from the Ministry of Education show that in the public schools of the country, the number of children with autism in compulsory education is 174 children. Besides that, other researchers assume that chances are high that the number of children with autism in Albania is the same as in other countries (Çomo 2011) .
Despite the increasing number of autistic children in mainstream schools, studies show that the reality of education for students with autism is very difficult. (Save the Children 2012).
Even though main factors that impact the improvement of the quality of education for this group of children are given importance, the actual number of studies in this field is very scarce. This paper highlights the reality of autistic children in public schools across the country.
This study is explorative in its type. It aims to provide a bigger and more concise view of the reality of these children in the mainstream 9-year schools. This work is based on secondary data from a wider research conducted by the author regarding the actual situation of education for children with learning difficulties of all categories. Apart from the above mentioned material, the author has conducted interviews and created focus groups with a number of key players, in order to update the statistical data of the study and bring an update of the issues of his previous study.
To gather the necessary data for this study, the author has used a secondary data analysis method from another study that was recently completed on the situation of education of children with learning difficulties of all categories, in the country. The original study uses a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods.
Several quantitative and qualitative instruments have been used in this study, namely, two semi-structured questionnaires, numerous interviews and focus groups with key players.
Study sample. A considerable number of people were part of the study. The first structured questionnaire was distributed to all the REDs/EOs (Regional Education Departments) of the country. The second questionnaire was distributed to all specials schools of the country. To sample the focus groups for a better representation of the data, the author has used the Broad Involvement Design sampling technique. Principals, teachers, students and parents all were participants of the focus groups.
Main Findings

Statistical findings
According to the data gathered from the questionnaires, the number of autistic children in kindergartens and public 9-year schools is 164, in other words 10% of children with learning difficulties can be found in public schools. This number does not compare to the number of autistic children as recognized by the Ministry of Social Welfare and Youth.
Chart 1: Number/percentage of children with learning difficulties of different categories in kindergartens and 9-year schools.
Findings regarding barriers of children with autism in mainstream schools
By combining quantitative and qualitative instruments it has been possible to obtain a considerable number of findings E-ISSN 2281 -4612 ISSN 2281 Academic Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies MCSER Publishing, Rome-Italy Vol 4 No 2 S2 August 2015 related to the barriers of children with learning difficulties in compulsory education. Autistic children, similarly to all children with learning difficulties, face and are hindered by a considerable number of barriers. These barriers can be structural, pedagogical, conceptual, professional, financial and behavioral. The group of autistic children faces specific barriers at a different level, when compared to other children with learning difficulties. The first group of barriers for these children is related to the infrastructure and physical environment in the school. The schools have not gone through any changes that would help to welcome and increase the participation of autistic children. For most principals, the adjustment of the infrastructure means installing ramps on the ground floors. According to data gathered from the focus groups, for most principals and school staff, rearrangement of the environment to suit the needs of autistic children, means putting them in separate classrooms or in playrooms to calm them down, without being able to identify the necessary measures for the inclusion of children with autism.
Another barrier identified in this category, is the high number of children in a class, especially in urban areas. Furthermore, this number does not decrease even when an autistic child is part of the class. There are no learning tools for this group of children or the existing tools do not meet their special needs.
Very often, the work done for autistic children is not documented. In most cases, their individual plans do not meet the real needs of students with autism. Individual Education Plans, in most cases are written the by teacher and are not built by a specialized team that is capable of such task. Only in a few cases, do parents send their autistic child to a specialized center and based on the evaluations of the experts, real learning and development objectives are set for these children. Teachers say that, it is impossible for them to work independently with autistic children.
One the most significant difficulties that teachers faces with this group of children, is handling their behavior. In most regions there are no specialists to instruct the teachers on how to handle the behavior of these children.
Autistic children are the most stigmatized and discriminated group of children. They face continuous verbal abuse and very often are given derogatory names.
School staff is not informed and lacks knowledge when it comes to working with autistic children. Trainings were mainly held to raise awareness, and only in a few cases they were related to this group of children.
The whole experience of children with autism in mainstream schools is full of unexpected events, mainly because the schools do not have clear plans, procedures, structures and services to help the inclusion of these children.
Recommendations
The situation portrayed in this research shows the need for immediate measures from the local and central authorities, to improve as soon as possible the reality of children with autism in mainstream schools, in order to guarantee their right to quality education as basic right of every child.
Some of the main recommendations chosen from this research for the improvement of the situation of children with autism in 9-year schools are:
1. The need for infrastructure improvement in kindergartens and schools to enable the access of children with autism. To make sure that autistic children and all other children have access to and are welcomed by all the environments. 2. Appointing assistant teachers especially for this type of learning difficulty, in order to increase their participation in schools and to apply properly the Individual Education Plans. 3. Evaluation, training and support to school staff dealing with this group of children 4. The need to strengthen the role of school boards and the newly appointed ones within the Regional Education Authorities in order to build and perform real plans and individual goals 5. To ensure that the school environment is friendly and the teachers are understanding and supportive to these children.
